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How FEBS Letters Began 
In 1974, on the occasion of the 10th Anniversary of FEBS, a special issue of FEBS Letters (Volume 40, 
Supplement, 23 March 1974) was published in which I, Henry Arnstein, Bill Slater, Claude Litbecq and 
Prakash Datta reminisced about FEBS. I wrote about the foundation and early years of FEBS. Bill Slater 
wrote about the significance of FEBS to world biochemistry, while Liebecq and Datta provided short ac- 
counts of the histories of the two major FEBS publications, the European ‘Journal of Biochemistry (EJB) 
and FEBS Letters. 
On the occasion of the retirement of Prakash Datta as Managing Editor of FEBS Letters, a post he 
has held since its inception in mid-1968, I am p/eased to respond to a request from his successor, Giorgio 
Semenza, to write about what Semenza calls “Prakash’s decisive contribution at the very start”. As I looked 
at what I had written about FEBS Letters in the 1974 Anniversary issue, I realized that this earlier account 
was pretty complete and there is not much more that I can add, other than responding in particular to the 
question of Datta’s role in the foundation of the Journal. Therefore I am reproducing some of that original 
account. Let me place the article in context by recalling how the first FEBS journal, the EJB, began. As 
the first Secretary-General of FEBS, I had proposed that we move into the publication arena and, specifical- 
ly, produce a rapid communication journal modelled along the lines of the then, relatively new Biochemical 
and Biophysical Research Communications (BBRC). While my colleagues on the ad hoc Publications Com- 
mittee agreed with the idea that we should begin to publish, the first product proved to be the EJB, not 
modelled around rapid communications. I did not, however, give up the idea of the BBRC-like journal, 
and once the EJB was in place, I returned to the attack. This was in the early summer of 1967, and my 
plans were laid for introducing the proposal at the FEBS Meeting in Oslo in July of that year. But for two 
happy coincidences, the proposal to publish FEBS Letters might not have succeeded and as I will recall 
below, that would have been the end of my involvement because I was leaving Europe to live in the United 
States. Whether, with the prospect of BBRC dividing into two journals, FEBS Letters could have come into 
being later we will never know. I was only interested in getting approval there and then in Oslo, and, in 
effect, this is what happened. 
The first of the happy coincidences was a meeting in Munich with Theodor Biicher, who as the President 
of one of the founding FEBS Societies, the Gesellschaft fi.ir Physiologische Chemie (now the Gesellschaft 
fiir Biologische Chemie) had played a major role in persuading Springer-Verlag to agree to convert the Bio- 
chemische Zeitschrift into the EJB. Biicher had invited me to Munich one month before the FEBS Meeting 
to lecture to his medical students. The account that now follows is taken directly from FEBS Letters 
(Volume 40, Supplement, S158-S159, 1974). 
“On this visit (to Munich} I discussed the idea of the new journal with Biicher, and found him very en- 
thusiastic. Part of his motivation seemed to stem from one of his colleagues having had a paper rejected 
by BBRC. B&her felt that is was time for competition. The second coincidence was that Bernard Horecker 
had been spending the summer in Stockholm, and I took advantage of this to invite him to be a chairman 
at a symposium that I was organizing as part of the Fourth FEBS Meeting in Oslo. Horecker was, and is, 
the Chairman of the Editorial Board of BBRC. The idea of the journal was proposed at a meeting of the 
FEBS Publications Sub-committee held prior to the first of the two Council Meetings, and it was immediate- 
ly evident that there was strong opposition. Nevertheless, it was presented to the Council, but because of 
similar divided opinions it was referred back to the Publications Sub-committee. There were three principal 
arguments against such a journal. The first was that it would not be possible to recruit an editorial board. 
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The second was that there was not a market for such a journal. The third came from people who felt that 
short communications are ephemeral and simply overburden the literature, later being replaced by full 
reports. I felt a compulsion to try to secure approval of the proposal during that meeting. If I did not do 
so then I would lose any influence that I had, because I was resigning as Secretary-General prior to leaving 
for Miami. On this basis, therefore, answers to the main lines of opposition had to be found immediately. 
The answer to the first question was had by using all one’s powers of persuasion on prominent European 
biochemists who were at the Oslo Meeting, asking if they would join the editorial board of the new journal, 
for which a name was already to hand - FEBS Letters. It was on this basis that the first editorial board 
came into being. I believe that every member of the board except Sydney Cohen and Boja Keil was someone 
who was at Oslo and who agreed to join on the spot, notably Hans Krebs and Fred Sanger. The next ques- 
tion, whether there was a market for such a journal, was answered by the fortunate presence of Horecker. 
He informed us that BBRC had been so successful that the editorial board was thinking of launching a com- 
panion journal, with the subject matter being divided between molecular biology on the one hand and 
biochemistry on the other. Horecker, on hearing our suggestion, said he would rather see a second such 
journal, the need for which he and his editorial board were already convinced of, started by a separate 
organization. Then there would not be a monopoly in the hands of one organization, but there would be 
competition and innovation. What we realized from this news was that if FEBS Letters was not founded 
then and there, the potential market would become saturated by BBRC itself dividing into two journals. 
Obviously, this gave additional impetus to try to launch FEBS Letters. The third argument raised against 
FEBS Letters, namely, that the contents would be ephemeral, in fact proved to be a very positive helpful 
influence in shaping policy. As a result of discussions with the projected editorial board, it was agreed that 
it would be the policy of FEBS Letters that although its contents would consist of short communications 
with rapid publication, the board would insist that these were to be publications in a final form, not to be 
republished elsewhere. A meeting of the Publications Sub-committee was hurriedly summoned, to inform 
them of developments, and with one dissenting member, they agreed to support the proposal at the Council 
Meeting on the next day. 
A truly memorable discussion took place at that Council Meeting. The opposition was still there, but less 
evident now. Biicher was a powerful protagonist, making the point that the journal could be brought into 
existence without FEBS being involved, but that the editorial board, willing to serve the journal, was in fact 
making a marriage proposal to FEBS, with FEBS Letters as the present from the bridegroom to the bride. 
However, the issue could still not be resolved, but the impasse was broken by Henry Amstein’s suggestion 
that the proposal be referred to each of the individual Societies for a vote, using the argument that the 
Societies had not been able to consider the proposal and therefore that the delegates to the Council Meeting 
did not have instructions. This was accepted, and it was agreed that unofficial approaches could be made 
to publishers to see whether, in fact, anyone was willing to put the capital into such a journal, because FEBS 
itself had no capital. 
Immediately after the meeting, several publishers were approached with the idea that news could be brought 
to an unofficial meeting of FEBS Council delegates during the IUB Congress in Tokyo the next month. 
Despite our contacting four publishers, there was an inevitability that the photo-offset process, so expertly 
developed by North-Holland, was ideal for the rapid publication envisaged for FEBS Letters. The 
publishers’ responses were brought to the meeting in Tokyo. The Societies had already been asked for their 
votes, and while some were negative, a clear positive majority vote was obtained. Datta, who had thrown 
all his weight behind the proposal, became the Managing Editor, and the first issue of FEBS Letters ap- 
peared in July 1968. I shall always be grateful to Datta that the paper I had submitted for this issue, along 
with my colleagues (the late) Brenda Ryman and Norman Palmer, was inserted by him as the first paper 
to be published in that journal.” 
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Here are a few more recollections not included in the original version. I believe that our initial meeting with 
the FEBS Publications Sub-committee occurred on the opening Sunday of the FEBS Meeting. After their 
initial rejection of the proposal, Datta, who by then was the Treasurer of FEBS and I, worked solidly, day 
and night through the week until the crucial Council Meeting on the Friday, where as noted, we went away 
in the knowledge that the proposal would be referred through the mail to the individual Societies. In fact, 
in Oslo in July, there was very little night. Datta and I were staying in the same dormitory and we would 
find ourselves going to bed at about 3 a.m. realizing that the sun had never really set and was already rising 
again. We worked away, day by day, to overcome the obstacles I have related. I know there was an evening 
in the dormitory when I reached the depths of despair and said to Datta that I felt that in respect of FEBS 
Letters everybody was against me. I was shocked by the troubled expression that crossed his countenance 
and misted his eyes, and words tumbled from my mouth as I apologized to him because he had taken it 
that, for all the hard work that he was putting in to help me, I thought that even he was against me. But 
after that it was all uphill and the only thing that I regarded as an obstacle was a proposal that the journal 
be renamed FEBS Reports, for the reason, it was said, that FEBS Letters would sound too much like French 
letters. I successfully resisted the proposal as I had done for the name of FEBS itself, where I had been 
told that the word Federation was too strong and that some Societies would not join on that account. 
Association of European Biochemical Societies was suggested as the alternative, but who wanted AEBS for 
an acronym? 
Finally, returning again to Prakash Datta, my frequent visits to London and a Visiting Professorship at 
University College, coupled with our close personal friendship, allowed me to see him in action many times, 
both as Treasurer of FEBS and Managing Editor of FEBS Letters. In the latter capacity he was a superb 
manager, running the editorial board in a very low-key, informal, friendly and inexpensive way, with so 
many pleasant personal touches, reflecting a benign and charming personality that made it a real pleasure 
to be associated with the journal. I do recall one day hearing Anna Straker, the FEBS Letters Secretary, 
using a collection of unprintable words. After recovering from the shock of hearing such language, I asked 
her how she had acquired the vocabulary. She replied that on occasions when Datta became enraged at some 
happening or other, he would not display his ire in public but would come into her office, close the door, 
and with his hands clasped behind his back, would walk up and down, uttering the unprintable imprecations 
that I had heard from Anna. 
This is then the end of an era. In 1978, with the journal 10 years old, we celebrated its inclusion in the 
Science Citation Index’s list of the 20 most quoted biological journals. I remained on the editorial board 
until 1980 and left to help the IUB start a similar venture. A supremely successful journal was launched 
in large measure through the hard work of Datta, who has left his indelible imprint on it, and a scientific 
and financial legacy to FEBS to the end of time. I would like to suggest hat FEBS provide a tangible 
moment0 in the Department of Biochemistry, University College London, from which Prakash has 
operated all these years, and indeed where the first-ever meeting of FEBS was held, in 1964, the occasion 
on which, having become the meeting organizers, Datta and I really came to know each other. Long may 
he enjoy his well-earned retirement. 
W.J. Whelan 
Miami, November 1985 
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